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‘Hi guys, welcome to Whetford and the Regent
Theatre.’

The three young
men from the touring Shakespeare Company looked round
appreciatively at their plush surroundings.

‘Wow, this is a real theatre, isn’t it?’

From where they
stood at the back of the upper circle, tiers of ornate gold seats
backs ranged down to the red-velvet-covered curve of the balcony
edge. At the far end of the auditorium crimson velvet curtains
closed off the stage, framed by the gleaming gold and green columns
of the proscenium arch.

‘This is so much better than the boring old school assembly
halls or church rooms we usually perform in,’ said James, the
youngest member of the trio, and the others agreed.

Jessica, the
theatre manager, warmed to them immediately and gave them the full
tour of the place. They laughed when they reached backstage and saw
its confusing maze of passages and stairs.

‘I guess this place has had a few additions over the years,
hasn’t it! Funny how the builders couldn’t agree on one level for
everything. It’s a fantastic old place. You’re so lucky to have
kept it running.’ The tallest performer, Spike, ducked his head as
he went up the steps towards the Rose Room. ‘What’s this room used
for?’

‘Multi-purpose really – we use it for meetings and rehearsals,
and as an extra dressing room when needed.’ Jessica pointed out the
plaque on the door. ‘It’s called the Rose Room after an old lady
who was a stalwart here for decades – she left a bequest to build
it, the dear old thing. Her ghost probably watches over the place
even now.’

‘Ah, so you do have ghosts,’ said James thoughtfully. ‘I
thought you might. Do they bother you during performances at
all?’

‘No, no,’ said Jessica with a straight face. ‘Only the psychic
people in the audience can see them, and they’re pretty used to
that sort of thing. You guys won’t even know they’re
there.’

His mouth
dropped open.

The other two
nudged him and jeered.

‘Ya sucker!’

‘Gotcha!’

Jessica
completed the administration details, promised them that Gazza the
lighting tech would be along shortly to get their lighting
requirements, and left them to get organised.

‘Right then,’ said Spike. ‘Grab the gear out of the van and
bring it backstage. We can unpack while we’re waiting for this
Gazza character to turn up.’

They trooped
back along the narrow passageway to the front door, passing yellow
weatherboard walls hung with storage hooks for a variety of ladders
and steps. Coils of rope and canvas backdrops added a musty scent
to the air. Large grey metal boxes emitted a low hum as mains power
was redistributed along a multitude of wires.

James looked
around apprehensively as he carried a box of costumes in from the
van. He could feel something sending whispers of unease up the back
of his neck but could see no reason for it in the practical,
workaday surroundings.

Spike and Chris
followed him, carrying the heavy wooden throne that was their chief
prop for the performance.

‘What’s the matter, James? Waiting for the boogey man to jump
out at you from the fuse box? Relax, dude. There’s no such thing as
ghosts. That chick Jessica was just winding you up. You’re so
gullible!’

‘Yeah, I know,’ muttered James. He would never admit to the
others that he had occasional flashes of second sight, apparently
inherited from his grandmother who had been a renowned psychic in
her day. They would have teased him relentlessly and it was better
not to give them the ammunition.

The front door
slammed behind them and heavy footsteps sounded in the corridor.
James stifled a gasp.

‘Gidday guys – you the Shakespeare mob? I’m Head of Lighting.’
Gazza approached the trio and they introduced
themselves.

‘I’m Spike, this is Chris, and that’s James. Great little
theatre you have here. We’re looking forward to getting on the
stage.’

‘Right then, let’s get your gear out back then you can show me
your lighting plan.’

The rest of the
afternoon was taken up with a run-through of lighting levels and
cues for their show - a medley of famous scenes from The Tempest,
Hamlet, and other Bard favourites.

Outside, the
daylight slowly faded.

By the time the
three members of the Shakespeare Company headed across the road to
grab a quick meal before the performance, the sharp conical turrets
on the theatre’s roof were highlighted against the dying purple
light in the western sky. When they returned, the theatre was in
total darkness.

Spike opened
the front door and felt inside for a light switch. A dim bulb lit
the corridor just far enough to reach the main switch panel.

James forced
himself to breathe slowly as they entered, aware that his heart was
racing. He told himself there was no need to panic. He was in the
company of two good friends, and a couple of hundred other people
were due to arrive in the next half hour. There was no cause to
fear ghosts. None at all.

When the main
lights clicked on he could sense that the others shared some of his
relief.

‘That’s better,’ said Chris. ‘It’s a spooky old place in the
gloom, isn’t it?’

‘Oh you wuss!’ said Spike. ‘You’re not scared of the dark are
you?’

‘No more than you are! If you’re so brave, go into the
auditorium with the lights off and see how you like it.’

‘Oh what a shame, there’s no time. It’ll take you half an hour
to get make-up on that ugly mug of yours so it doesn’t frighten off
the customers. Come on, let’s get going.’

The two of them
raced along the passage and through the stage door leaving James
hurrying along behind. The heavy door sighed shut behind him as he
mounted three steps to the stage area. Above him, high in the
shadowy recesses of the fly tower, he saw a slight movement as a
canvas drop swayed in the breeze. A beam creaked. Black material
hanging in the wings sighed softly as it eased across the
floor.

He felt a chill
sweat break out on his face and neck.

 


 


The rich red
velvet curtain rose and James tried not to blink in the sudden
dazzle from the stage lights. The sea of pale faces in front of him
gradually became clearer as the show got under way, but he focused
his attention on his fellow players and the lines he had to speak.
His part was second nature after many performances, but tonight
felt different. All the time he was speaking he had a sense of
strong emotion coming from somewhere in the auditorium.

When he reached
a point in the show where he stood at the back of the stage waiting
for his next cue, he ran his eyes across the audience. What was
that, right at the back under the balcony? He stared at what
appeared to be overlapping figures in a seat in the back row. A
grey shape was sitting and watching the show, apparently in the
same space as the real occupant.

Spike spoke a
line and the grey figure gained substance, becoming clearer with
every word.

‘…in my false brother

Awakened an
evil nature; and my trust,

Like a good
parent, did beget of him

A falsehood in
its contrary as great

As my trust
was…’

The idea of
betrayal rang clear in James’ mind and he sensed the anguish of
utter treachery. The feeling came from the grey man in the back row
who was looking at him imploringly. James could see detail now – a
bow tie, whiskers, dark eyes full of sadness. Then the figure
clasped his head, slumped over, and faded away.

Suddenly he
became aware that his cue had just been given and that Spike was
glaring at him. He answered hurriedly, wrenching his attention back
to the show.

At the end of
the scene he looked for the figure again but only the seat’s actual
occupant was visible.

After the show
he sat down in the Green Room, pale and shaking.

‘What the hell was wrong with you tonight?’ asked Spike. He
looked at James more closely. ‘Are you all right? You look
terrible. What’s the matter?’

‘Nothing. I’ll be fine. Sorry, I just got a bit distracted,
that’s all. You know these old theatres – they’re so full of gho…
atmosphere. It’s easier in school halls.’

‘If you say so. I rather like this old place. I bet the walls
could tell a few stories, eh?’

‘You got that right,’ said Jessica, hurrying past with a metal
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